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No writer has succeeded in capturing the medical and human drama of illness as honestly and as eloquently as Oliver Sacks.




During the last few months of his life, he wrote a set of essays in which he movingly explored his feelings about completing a life and coming to terms with his own death.




‘It is the fate of every human being,’ Sacks writes, ‘to be a unique individual, to find his own path, to live his own life, to die his own death.’




Together, these four essays form an ode to the uniqueness of each human being and to gratitude for the gift of life.
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  I am now face to face with dying,




  but I am not finished with living.




  





  Foreword




  IN THIS QUARTET OF ESSAYS, written in the last two years of his life, Oliver Sacks faces aging, illness, and death with

  remarkable grace and clarity. The first essay, “Mercury,” written in one sitting just days before his eightieth birthday in July 2013, celebrates the pleasures of old age—without

  dismissing the frailties of body and mind that may come with it.




  Eighteen months later, shortly after completing a final draft of his memoir On the Move, Dr. Sacks learned that the rare form of melanoma in his eye, first diagnosed in 2005, had

  metastasized to his liver. There were very few treatment options for this particular type of cancer, and his physicians prognosticated that he might have as little as six months to live. Within

  days he had completed the essay “My Own Life,” in which he expressed his overwhelming feeling of appreciation for a life well lived. And yet he hesitated to publish this immediately:

  Was it premature? Did he want to go public with the news of his terminal illness? A month later, literally as he entered surgery for a treatment that would give him several extra months of active

  life, he asked to have the essay sent to The New York Times, where it was published the next day. The enormous and sympathetic reaction to “My Own Life” was immensely gratifying

  to him.




  In May, June, and early July of 2015, he enjoyed relative good health—writing, swimming, playing piano, and traveling. He wrote several essays during this period, including “My

  Periodic Table,” in which he reflects on his lifelong love for the periodic table of the elements and on his own mortality.




  By August, Dr. Sacks’ health was declining rapidly, but he devoted his last energies to writing. The final piece in this book, “Sabbath,” was particularly important to him, and

  he went over every word of the essay time and again, distilling it to its essence. It was published two weeks before his death on August 30, 2015.




  —Kate Edgar and Bill Hayes
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  LAST NIGHT I DREAMED about mercury—huge, shining globules of quicksilver rising and falling. Mercury is element

  number 80, and my dream is a reminder that on Tuesday, I will be eighty myself.




  Elements and birthdays have been intertwined for me since boyhood, when I learned about atomic numbers. At eleven, I could say “I am sodium” (element 11), and now at seventy-nine, I

  am gold. A few years ago, when I gave a friend a bottle of mercury for his eightieth birthday—a special bottle that could neither leak nor break—he gave me a peculiar look, but later

  sent me a charming letter in which he joked, “I take a little every morning for my health.”




  Eighty! I can hardly believe it. I often feel that life is about to begin, only to realize it is almost over. My mother was the sixteenth of eighteen children; I was the youngest of her four

  sons, and almost the youngest of the vast cousinhood on her side of the family. I was always the youngest boy in my class at high school. I have retained this feeling of being the youngest, even

  though now I am almost the oldest person I know.
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